
 
 

Reconstruction: America After the Civil War, Episode Three 
 
TOPIC: Ida B. Wells: Pioneer of Civil Rights 
GRADES: 7 - 12 
 
BACKGROUND 
Long before Rosa Parks there was Ida B. Wells, a Civil Rights pioneer.  
 
At the end of the 19th century, Jim Crow laws were enacted widely throughout the Southern 
United States. These state and local laws sought to mandate and enforce racial segregation in 
public transportation, schools, public places, restrooms, restaurants, and drinking fountains. 

Despite the passage of the 13th, 14th, and 15th Constitutional Amendments, Jim Crow laws 
persisted for decades, many enforced until 1965. 
 
In 1883 when Ida B. Wells was traveling in a first-class train car with a ticket she had purchased, 
she was approached by the conductor to move to a second-class smokers car. Refusing to 
move, the conductor attempted to drag her from the car, ultimately physically removing her with 
the assistance of other railroad employees. Wells sued the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad and 
was initially awarded $500 damage. But the railroad appealed the decision, advancing the case 
to the Tennessee Supreme Court, where Ida B. Wells lost. This injustice propelled Wells into 
action, and her resistance became a symbol of African American resistance to the Jim Crow 
laws as a civil rights pioneer. 
 
Ida B. Wells became a journalist and owner of the Memphis newspaper Free Speech and 
Headlight and spent a lifetime working to advance civil rights and women’s suffrage. She helped 
to launch the National Association of Colored Women and was one of the founding members of 
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). 
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VOCABULARY 
● Reconstruction: Following the Civil War, the Reconstruction era sought to remedy the 

inequities of slavery while readmitting the Southern states back into a reunified nation 
● 13th Amendment: The 13th Amendment to the United States Constitution formally 

abolished slavery in the United States 
● 14th Amendment: The 14th Amendment to the United States Constitution granted 

citizenship to “all persons born or naturalized in the United States,” which included 
former slaves recently freed. 

● 15th Amendment: The 15th Amendment to the Constitution granted African American 
men the right to vote.  

● Jim Crow laws: Segregation laws passed in the South after the Civil War 
● Civil rights: rights that seek to bestow equal treatment that is free from discrimination 

and infringement, which include free and equal pursuit of education, employment, and 
housing. 

● Civil Rights Act of 1875: This was enacted in response to civil rights violations of 
African Americans during the Reconstruction Era, seeking to protect all citizens to “full 
and equal enjoyment” of public places and services. 

● Women’s Suffrage: The movement that sought to grant women the right to vote  
● National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP): A civil 

rights organization formed in 1909 and seeking to advance justice for African Americans 
 
 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

● What do you think of when you think of the Civil Rights movement? When did the 
struggle for equal rights for African Americans begin? 

● What were the Jim Crow laws? What led to the establishment of these laws? Do you 
think that everyone obeyed and accepted the restrictions of these laws? 

● What were some of Ida B. Wells accomplishments? Why is Ida B. Wells considered a 
Civil Rights pioneer? 

● How did Wells’ experience on the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad affect her life’s work? 
 
 
ACTIVITIES 
Activity: 100 Year Timeline of Civil Rights History from 1865 to 1965 
 
During the Jim Crow era, segregation became law in the South (and some areas in the north) 
and African American access to equal rights suffered. Under Jim Crow, African Americans were 
essentially relegated to the status of second class citizens. 
 
Ida B. Wells was one of many who spent her life seeking to advance human and civil rights 
causes, beginning with her notable resistance to unfair treatment on the Chesapeake and Ohio 
Railroad in 1883. 
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As a class, you will create a 100-year timeline of civil rights history from 1865 to 1965. This can 
be a physical timeline, using a roll of paper or whiteboard. Begin by placing two dates on your 
timeline with the intent of having students explore key events and milestones that fall between 
these dates:  

● April 9, 1865: End of the Civil War 
● August 6, 1965: Voting Rights Act of 1965 signed into law 

 
As a class, brainstorm a list of civil rights issues, legislation, court cases, key events and those 
that sought equality spanning this period of time. Allow students to use this information and 
further research milestones or key events. Some events might be seen as steps towards equal 
rights and others might be steps backward. Allow them to spend time documenting both. Some 
examples might include:  

● Ratification of the 13th, 14th or 15th Amendment 
● Plessy vs. Ferguson 
● Founding of the NAACP 
● Martin Luther King Jr. “I Have a Dream” speech 
● Rosa Parks and her refusal to give up her seat on the bus 
● Selma to Montgomery March 

 
Break the class into small groups of 3 - 4 students each, and provide each group with a few 
index cards. Have each group research some of the notable key events from this period of time, 
writing a short summary. They should consider dates, key details, and individuals who sought 
equal rights. Their summaries should include:  

● When did this take place?  
● Who were the key figures involved?  
● Why was this significant in the quest for equal rights?  
● What implications did this have moving forward?  

 
When finished, have each group present their milestone(s) and place on the timeline. 
 
 
ADDITIONAL READING 

● National Women’s History Museum, “Ida B. Wells-Barnett”  
● Tennessee Bar Association, “Ida B. Wells at the Tennessee Supreme Court”  
● WNET, “The Rise and Fall of Jim Crow | Ida B. Wells: A Lifetime of Activism” 
● National Constitution Center, “Interactive Constitution” 
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https://www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/biographies/ida-b-wells-barnett
https://www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/biographies/ida-b-wells-barnett
https://www.tba.org/journal/ida-b-wells-at-the-tennessee-supreme-court
https://www.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/bf09.socst.us.const.antilynch/ida-b-wells-a-lifetime-of-activism/
https://constitutioncenter.org/interactive-constitution/

